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Introduction  

ÅNitrogen makes up 78% of the air we 
breath; because of this it is often assumed 
that nitrogen is not hazardous.  

ÅHowever, nitrogen is safe to breath only if it is 
mixed with an appropriate amount of oxygen.  

ÅAdditional nitrogen (lower oxygen) cannot 
be detected by the sense of smell. 

 
 



Introduction   

ÅNitrogen is used commercially as an inerting 
agent to keep material free of contaminants 
(including oxygen) that may corrode 
equipment, present a fire hazard, or be toxic. 

ÅA lower oxygen concentration (e.g., caused by 
an increased amount of nitrogen) can have a 
range of effects on the human body and can be 
fatal if if falls below 10%   

 



Effects of Oxygen Deficiency on 
the Human Body  

Atmospheric Oxygen  

Concentration (%)  

 

Possible Results 

20.9 Normal  

19.0 Some unnoticeable adverse physiological effects  

16.0 Increased pulse and breathing rate, impaired thinking and 
attention, reduced coordination  

14.0 Abnormal fatigue upon exertion, emotional upset, faulty 
coordination, poor judgment  

12.5 Very poor judgment and coordination, impaired 
respiration that may cause permanent heart damage, 
nausea, and vomiting  

<10 Inability to move, loss of consciousness, convulsions, 
death 

Source: Compressed Gas Association, 2001 



Statistics on Incidents   

CSB reviewed cases of nitrogen asphyxiation that 
occurred in the US between 1992 and 2002 and 
determined the following:  

Å85 incidents of nitrogen asphyxiation resulted 
in 80 deaths and 50 injuries. 

ÅThe majority of incidents occurred in 
manufacturing and industrial settings, but 
several incidents occurred in other settings 
including laboratories and medical facilities.  

 

 


